Individuals, who struggle due to various stress factors in urban areas, travel to recreation areas to spend their leisure time, to relax, to make contact with nature and to replenish their energy. Rural recreation areas meet these requirements and offer the best natural environment for urban residents. However, the sustainability of recreation areas and recreational activities are important due to the increasing demand and diverse visitor objectives. Thus, sustainable plans for rural recreation areas should include a balance between human preferences and demands and preservation of the nature. The aim of the present study was to determine the qualities that affect the preferences of individuals for rural recreation areas. In this context, the quality preferences of potential visitors in Artvin province (Turkey) were determined based on a survey that investigated 21 qualities in detail. In the study, correlations between participant attributes and preference rates were analyzed with t-test and analysis of variance. The cluster analysis conducted based on the mean preference scores demonstrated that 8 qualities were most effective on preferences. Concurrently, significant differences were determined between occupant attributes and preference scores. The present study was conducted to contribute to future planning strategies for decision makers and further comprehensive studies.
Introduction
Most recreational activities are conducted in natural environments (Kraus, 1971) , and today, rural recreation areas are among the spaces where individuals predominantly fulfill their recreational needs. Due to their natural integrity and richness, rural recreation areas offer renewal and leisure opportunities for urban dwellers.
Outdoor recreation refers to the activities that individuals conduct in spaces that allow access to nature or green areas as part of their daily or weekend routines. Nature tourism is a term that includes the activities that individuals conduct to have fun during holidays and focus on nature and generally involve overnight accommodations. This usually means traveling to national parks, forests, lakes, seashores or rural areas and participating in activities that are compatible with the natural qualities of these spaces (Bell et al., 2007) .
Outdoor recreation, conducted in natural and semi-natural environments, often referred to as green and blue spaces, plays a crucial role in physical and mental health, as well as wellbeing and social outcomes, and contributes significantly to human health (Hartig et al., 2014; Korpela et al., 2014; Triguero-Mas et al., 2015; Cox et al., 2017; Schirpke et al., 2018) . Increasing involvement in outdoor recreation activities can be considered as beneficial for both the individual and the society at large (Eriksson and Nordlund, 2013) .
The pressures on individuals to live under negative living conditions in residential areas that are not adequate for their mental and physical requirements, technological advances, transportation facilities and the increase in per capita leisure time improved
Materials and methods
In order to determine the qualities that are effective on rural recreational area preferences, initially, a literature review was conducted. Several studies were found in the literature on nature-based tourism activities. Most accessed research were based on surveys and focused on recreation potential (Plieninger et al., 2013; De Valck et al., 2016) or conducted with proxy-based methods (Paracchini et al., 2014; Grêt-Regamey et al., 2015) . Fewer studies emphasized demand based on participant approaches (Beeco et al., 2014; Zoderer et al., 2016) and economic evaluation techniques such as willingness-to-pay (WTP) (Nielsen et al., 2007; Rosenberger et al., 2012) or travel-cost method (Fleming and Cook, 2008; Schirpke et al., 2018) . Furthermore, personal interviews with experts and SWOT analysis were also used as an instrument to measure the problems of sustainable tourism in the theoretical framework and to collect qualitative data (e.g. Sanagustin Fons et al., 2011).
The recreational services available in the market were determined based on consumer preferences, that were expressed through demand patterns (Tribe, 2011) . Thus, 21 qualities were identified in order to determine the potential visitor expectations from rural recreation areas and the qualities the potential visitors considered more important. The preferences of these qualities were determined with a questionnaire.
The survey was conducted with 448 individuals who were the residents of Artvin province located in northeastern Turkey on the Black Sea coast, Artvin Çoruh University staff and students. In the province of Artvin, there are several rural recreation areas, including 2 National Parks, 3 Nature Preservation Areas, 2 Nature Parks, 2 Natural Monuments, 1 Wildlife Development Area and 1 Biosphere Reserve Area. Furthermore, there are 8 Forest Recreation Areas and 1 Urban Forest (Eminağaoğlu and Beğen, 2015) . Due to these characteristics, the survey was conducted in the city of Artvin.
Survey participants were randomly selected and initially, participant demographics such as gender, age, education, profession and income level were determined (Torkildsen, 2005) . In the second section of the questionnaire, participants were asked to answer the question "When deciding to visit a rural recreation area, rate your preference for each quality listed below." In the questionnaire, 21 qualities were scored based on a 5-point Likert-type scale. Accordingly, the scoring was as follows: 1 = I do not prefer at all, 2 = I prefer less, 3 = I prefer a little, 4 = I prefer a lot, 5 = I prefer the most. To improve the comprehensibility of the questions, descriptions (explanations) were provided for Recreation and Rural Recreation Activity terms in the questionnaire form.
Participant demographics and classification were determined with frequency analysis. Mean preference score (MPS) and significance (effectiveness) were determined for each question. For the included qualities, the MPS was classified as follows:
• 1 ≤ MPS < 2: the quality is least effective in rural recreation area preference.
• 2 ≤ MPS < 3: the quality has moderate effect.
• 3 ≤ MPS < 4: the quality is effective.
• 4 ≤ MPS ≤ 5: the quality is highly effective. Cluster analysis was conducted for 21 qualities based on the MPS values. Thus, a dendrogram, where the most preferred qualities were categorized based on the similarities, was created. PAST (Paleontological Statistics) software was used in cluster analysis and the dendrogram. The t-test (for gender) and One-Way ANOVA were conducted to determine the significant differences between participant demographics and preferences. The data are presented as a summary table to facilitate the interpretation of the statistical findings. SPSS 19.0 statistics software was used for the analyzes.
Results
After the survey was conducted, faulty and inconsistent forms were excluded and the answers in the remaining 448 questionnaires were converted into Excel worksheets. Thus, the final 238 participants were male and 210 were female. The distribution and frequencies of the participants based on age (4 categories), education (3 categories), occupation (4 categories) and income (6 categories) are presented in Table 1 . Based on the survey data, where 21 effective qualities on rural recreational area preferences of individuals were questioned, arithmetic mean of preference scores was determined for each question ( Table 2) . The general study findings demonstrated that the four most preferred qualities were "being in contact with the nature, facilities to rest, relaxation, and to have a peace of mind" (Q3, MPS = 4.68), "Recreation area has beautiful landscapes" (Q4, MPS = 4.58), "The recreational area is clean and natural" (Q11, MPS = 4.58), and "The recreation area is safe" (Q20, MPS = 4.49). The three least preferred qualities were "availability of activities such as festivals, concerts etc. in The area allows the visitors to leave with good memories 4.40 Q6
The area provides entertainment facilities 3.96 Q7
The area makes the visitors feel renewed physically and psychologically 4.43
Q8
Recreation area facilities that allow the visitors to spend time with family and friends 4.42
Q9
Availability of facilities that allow to spend alone time in the recreational area 3.83 Q10
The area provides different landscapes in summer, winter and fall 4.29 Q11
The recreational area is clean and natural 4.58 Q12
The area provides food-beverage and picnic facilities 4.08
Q13
The area provides facilities for sports activities (such as skiing, swimming, trekking, mountain biking, etc.) 3.90
Q14
Availability of moving or still water in the recreation area (such as lake, sea or stream) 4.03
Q15
Presence of various geological formations in the recreation area (such as valleys, canyons, and cliffs) 3.60
Q16
Presence of a forest in the recreation area 4.10 Q17
Calm and non-crowded recreation area 4.05
Q18
Organization of activities such as festivals, festivities, concerts, etc. in the recreational area 3.12
Q19
Facilities to experience adventures and discoveries 3.90 Q20 Safety in the recreation area 4.49 Q21
Previously experienced and satisfactory recreational area 3.78 The groups formed as a result of the cluster analysis, where the preferred qualities were classified based on similarity, are presented in Figure 1 . Thus, the most effective qualities about rural recreation area preferences were grouped as follows:
• Q3: "Being in contact with the nature, facilities to rest, relaxation, and to have a peace of mind". • Q11: "The recreational area is clean and natural". • Q4: "Recreation area has beautiful landscapes". • Q20: "The recreation area is safe". • Q8: "Recreation area facilities that allow the visitors to spend time with family and friends". • Q7: "The area makes the visitors feel renewed physically and psychologically". • Q5: "The area allows the visitors to leave with good memories". • Q10: "The area provides different landscapes in summer, winter and fall". T-test and analysis of variance were used to determine whether there were significant differences based on gender, age, education, occupation and income. It was determined that there were significant differences between preference scores of Q1, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9, Q11, Q20 based on gender (Table 3) , Q2, Q3, Q6, Q9, Q16, Q18, Q19 based on age (Table 4) , Q2, Q3, Q4, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9, Q12, Q16, Q18 based on education level (Table 5) , Q2, Q5, Q9, Q13 based on occupation ( Table 6) , and Q2, Q5, Q6, Q7, Q9, Q12, Q16, Q18, Q21 based on income level ( Table 7) . Schirpke et al. (2018) reported that social preferences could be explained by landscaping properties and tourism infrastructure. In fact, the primary aim of the present study was to determine the correlation between individual preferences for rural recreation areas and the landscape qualities. Several studies were conducted on the expectations/preferences of individuals about recreation areas (e.g., Cheung and Jim, 2013; Chiu et al., 2016; Heagney et al., 2018) . The present study is not a field study, but it is about the qualities that determined the rural recreational area preferences of the individuals.
Discussion and conclusions
The way individuals spend leisure time is, above all, closely associated with certain demographics. Thus, participants' gender, age, occupation, education and income level data were scrutinized in the study.
The rural recreation area satisfaction factors vary based on occupant demographics. In a study conducted by Uzun and Müderrisoğlu (2010) , it was partially confirmed that rural recreation area satisfaction factors varied based on user demographics and the user demographics such as age, education level, time spent in the area, visit frequency and group size were effective on rural recreation area satisfaction. In the present study, analysis of participant preference scores for 21 qualities demonstrated that the highest difference (significant difference) was based on differences in gender, education and income levels (for 10 qualities). This was followed by age (7 qualities) and occupation (4 qualities). Participant demographics also affected the preference rankings.
In certain studies conducted with couples, it was found that there was no significant difference between the leisure satisfaction levels based on gender (e.g., Siegenthaller and O'Dell, 2000; Di Bona, 2000; Berg et al., 2001 ). In the present study, it was determined that there was a significant difference between 10 quality scores.
The most preferred experiences include enjoying the natural scenery, peace and quiet. These qualities are preferred preferably near the home of the visitors; however, these are increasingly found only in rural and suburban areas (Bell et al., 2007) . In the present study, it was observed that the most important quality for the potential visitors was "being in contact with the nature, facilities to rest, relaxation, and to have a peace of mind" (Q3).
Previous studies in the literature reported that besides the natural characteristics of rural recreation areas (such as unique landscapes and locations), other factors that affect the visitor demand include weather conditions (Humpel et (Sava, 2015) , accommodation and periodical lodging facilities (Humpel et al., 2002) , peer recommendation, advertising-promotions (Sava, 2015) , and security and aesthetic features (Humpel et al., 2002) . Furthermore, Folmer et al. (2016) investigated the reasons for attractiveness and participant descriptions for the most attractive green spaces. In conclusion, it was determined that qualities such as large green areas, silence, naturalness, water (attractive water surface, river, lake or sea), panoramic and open views, good recreational opportunities, diversity (diverse plant species, land use and seasons), non-urban characteristics, personal bond, historical characteristics, wildlife and flora, harmony (of the landscape), farming (the landscape used by farmers) were effective on occupant preferences. The qualities scrutinized in the present study are consistent with previous study findings.
Recreational and aesthetic values generally overlap and these are usually discussed together (Van Zanten et al., 2016) . For example, a beautiful landscape is an important factor in tourism destination and nature-based recreation preferences (Scolozzi et al., 2014) . The high landscape quality and unspoiled nature in rural recreation areas are among the most sought-after qualities by potential visitors, as demonstrated by Q4, Q10 and Q11.
On the other hand, urbanization and high number of visitors negatively affect recreation quality (Scolozzi et al., 2014) . The present study findings demonstrated that festivals, festivities, concerts, etc. organized in the recreation area were moderately or relatively effective (Q18, MPS: 3.12) on visitor preferences. However, the calmness of the recreation area, the lack of crowds (Q17, MPS: 4.05) were more effective factors on preference.
Certain studies reported that cultural preferences might affect park occupancy (Tu et al., 2015; Chow et al., 2016) . Public spaces and recreation facilities offer a variety of facilities for children, adults and families, however activity preferences in parks depend on the occupant age and gender (Cohen et al., 2007; Kaczynski et al., 2011; Moore et al., 2017) . Thus, alternatives should be designed based on different user requirements, or thematic approaches should be preferred in plans.
Accessible infrastructure determines the occupancy of a suitable recreational area and proximity to residential areas is a crucial factor for recreational area occupancy . Certain studies demonstrated that there was a correlation between the distance to the recreation area and the number of visits to the recreation area; the number of visits decreased with an increase in the distance to the recreation area or the nearest forest (Roovers et al., 2002; Neuvonen et al., 2007 ). However, it was observed that one of the most significant preference factors was proximity to home parameter (e.g. Sava, 2015) . Furthermore, there was a significant correlation between accessibility, facilities, and aesthetic attributes and physical activity (Neuvonen et al., 2007) . However, the present study findings demonstrated that "easy access to the recreation area" (Q1, MPS = 3.98) was an effective quality and among the most preferred 8 qualities. This may be due to availability of natural resources in the city of the participants' residence, personal preferences and other factors.
Individuals prefer forests, bodies of water and natural mountain landscapes for wildlife observation, hiking and trekking activities (Bell et al., 2007; Pastorella et al., 2017) . Most rural recreation areas include forests. The presence of recreational facilities such as picnic areas, training paths and parking lots could affect the recreational preferences in forests (Tapsuwan et al., 2012; Agimass et al., 2018) . Furthermore, the presence of various landscape characteristics in or near the recreation areas (such as different landscapes, water and coastal areas) increases the value of the area for complementary recreational activities. Previous studies demonstrated that the presence of water leads to high landscape preference scores (Kaltenborn and Bjerke, 2002; Dramstad et al., 2006) . Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) reported that this preference may be due to the evolutionary adaptation of humankind (De Valck et al., 2017). In fact, it was determined that Q14 was "very effective" (MPS = 4.03) on rural recreation area preference.
In visitor decision-making processes, peer recommendations are more effective when compared to mass media promotion of services (Sava, 2015) . It was determined that previous experiences and satisfaction were an effective factor on repeat visits in these areas (Q21, MPS = 3.78). On the other hand, the fact that the facilities available in the recreation area that allow the visitors to spend time with family and friends (Q8, MPS = 4.42) was preferred more when compared the ability to spend personal time (Q9, MPS = 3.83). This may be due to the personal or cultural traits of the participants.
The present study findings were relatively parallel to the findings of similar studies conducted in various countries. However, the present study findings demonstrated that the 8 qualities were more effective on visitor preferences about a rural recreation area. These qualities were also the most influential qualities for a rural recreation area to attract visitors. On the other hand, it was noted that there were significant differences between the preference scores based on participant demographics.
Unspoiled rural landscape without human intervention and related natural beauties decrease every day and the importance of these areas increase gradually. Thus, sustainability of natural resources is one of the important targets for nature-based tourism destinations. It is important to understand the expectations of the occupants and to take management decisions accordingly (Lime et al., 2004) . In order to achieve a broader perspective in the measurement of the demand for recreation areas, it is necessary to investigate the factors that affect the preferences and tendencies of potential visitors with a multidimensional approach (such as social and cultural traits, service providers, local administrations). It was observed that the qualities discussed in the present study had significant effects on rural recreation preferences. Therefore, the present study could contribute to the future planning strategies of the decision-makers and further comprehensive studies.
